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ABSTRACT
Behavioral sciences recognize the following steps in the consumer purchase decision process:
recognition of a problem or a need, search for information, alternative evaluation, purchase
decision, and post-purchase evaluation. There is a plethora of research related to the
aforementioned consumer decision-making process. The unanswered question in the marketing
literature is: what changes, if any, in the consumer's decision process will be observed if they can
obtain the product free of charge. Results of our study indicate that when consumers are
spending their money on themselves, they are very careful and want to get the most for their
money. On the other hand, when they are spending somebody else’s money on themselves, they
are very careful to get the best for their money without caring how much it costs.
Keywords: Altruism; Egoism; Vignette Technique; Consumer Decision Process; Consumer
Behavior; Evaluative Criteria; Choice Process.
INTRODUCTION
The consumer decision-making process is one of the most important research topics in a rapidly
changing business environment. Product valuation is the core determinant of customer choice.
Every product can be described as a particular set of components or a bundle of attributes
(Kostyra et al., 2016; Lancaster, 1966, 1971,1975). While evaluating a product, customers do not
pay the same attention to all product attributes. Individuals tend to differentiate the attributes that
are important and form their perception of a product based on these attributes (Carsana
&Jolibert, 2017).
Our goal in this study is to find out, what changes, if any, in the consumers' decision-making
process will be observed if they are spending their money on themselves or spending somebody
else’s money on themselves (for example using expense account of the company). Furthermore,
literature on consumer behavior shows that egoistic values and altruistic values are two
important drivers in the decision-making of an individual. The present research attempts to

understand the importance of these values (altruistic and egoistic) in determining consumers’
decisions.
To achieve our objective, we organize the paper as follows: First, based on our literature review,
we develop 6 research hypotheses. Second, we detail the design of the research method. Third,
we present the research findings. Finally, we outline the implications of the research findings and
the recommendations for future studies.
LITERATURE REVIEW
According to Berthoz (2003), normative, descriptive, and prescriptive theories of decisionmaking remain ideally rational and essentially cognitive. In this context, normative frameworks,
with many variations indicate how to make a decision, descriptive theories detail the process,
while prescriptive theories seek to improve the relevance of the choices made. Each field of
research has its vision and method of measuring function in decision-making. Indeed, the
evaluation of a product is a recurring theme in cognitive research on decision-making (Liedtka,
2015). The distinctions bestowed upon the decision-making, in cognitive research, are more
about how it works than about its foundation. Whatever the choice, the individual evaluates,
predicts, and bets on its possible major paradigms: 1) the utility function; 2) the bounded
rationality, and 3) the algebraic approach.
Engel and Roger (1995) developed a five-step model of the consumer buying decision process.
The five stages framework consists of recognizing a need or a want, searching for information
(internal and external), evaluating the alternatives, selecting the product, and post-purchase
evaluation. According to Auh (2005), there are two different types of product attributes that have
to be considered – the hard-attributes and the soft-attributes. Hard attributes are measurable and
objective, while soft attributes are subjective and emotional.
Consumers’ evaluation of different products is based on intuition shaped by experience, family
backgrounds, culture, and their psychological traits. Egoism and altruism are two opposing
values that can have an impact on consumer decision-making as well (Lee & Holden, 1999;
Yadav, 2016). Egoistic consumers evaluate products based on their advantage for self; altruistic
consumers act out of concern for another’s wellbeing. The connection between egoistic values
and altruistic values has been identified in several research contexts. Nelson et al. (2006) note
that appeals focusing on individuals’ concerns (Lau-Gesk, 2003) have also been referred to as
individualistic (Zhang & Gelb, 1996), separated (Wang et al., 2011), and ego-focused (Aaker &
Williams, 1998), whereas other-focused appeals (Aaker & Williams, 1998; Nelson et al., 2006)
have been referred to as collectivist (Han & Shavitt, 1994), connected (Wang et al., 2011), and
interpersonally-focused (Lau-Gesk, 2003). Advocates of egoism argue that all of our actions are
ultimately motivated by our self-interest. Altruism advocates, on the other hand, unreservedly
admit that many, if not most, of our actions, are selfish, but argue that we occasionally act with
the ultimate goal of promoting the welfare of others. The theory of egoism and the theory of
altruism thus also differ in that they admit either a single ultimate motive or several ultimate
motives to explain human actions; egoism is a monism, whereas altruism is a pluralism. Wilson
and Sober (1998) distinguish three theories of human motivation: hedonism, egoism, and
altruism. Hedonism is the doctrine that holds that the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of
pain are the only goals of human action and that all other goals are merely instrumental to these

two ends. Egotism has a less restrictive view: its first principle is that human behavior is always
self-related, "self-directed" and has no other end than our well-being. Defining selfishness as
"self-directed" does not necessarily mean that it is self-interested. In other words, egoism is
considered from the psychological point of view and not from the ethical point of view. This
distinction must be kept in mind. The analysis of the nature of the psychological motivations of
the human will not pronounce on the question of which of egoism or altruism is moral. Altruism,
on the other hand, recognizes that there are sometimes actions that have as their end the good of
others. Altruism's characteristic is to be "other-directed". Wilson and Sober (1998) denote a
logical difference between the altruistic hypothesis and the hypotheses of hedonism and egoism.
Hedonism and egoism are assertions that address all of an individual's ultimate desires, whereas
altruism makes no such universally applicable assertion. Egoism asserts that all ultimate desires
relate to the self, but the theory of altruism does not say that all ultimate desires are directed
toward others. It may be possible to construct such a monolithic theory, but no one would believe
it to be true for a moment. Rather, we must see altruism as part of a pluralistic theory of
motivation, which holds that people have ultimate desires toward others as well as toward
themselves.
Economists consider altruism as a non-rational phenomenon and remove it from the assumptions
of their models: the rational actors are selfish and only the immediate economic personal
interests (Kolm, 2000) motivate people choices. Subsequently, by respecting the assumptions of
self-interest and the selfish nature of the individual, researchers rationalized altruism by linking
the well-being of others to self-being and reducing this well-being to personal enrichment: if I
enrich the other, this one has a good chance of enriching me later (Bergstrom, 1995; Genicot,
2016). Therefore, altruism is fundamentally a selfish act in its purpose based on a computational
strategy i.e., the individual does not favor others but his/her economic interest and generosity are
justified by an economic reward.
In the corporate world, altruism can manifest itself through certain actions. Kanungo and
Conger's (1993) study reveals that certain managerial practices contain inherently altruism:
cooperation, empowerment, team building, skills sharing, mentoring, etc. They note that,
although these practices are part of economic rationalizations, they necessarily involve actions
for the benefit of others without direct return or reward on their part, or even against the
immediate interest of these practices (including waste of time and money). In other words,
altruism is an indispensable element in the day-to-day functioning of managerial practice.
Existing marketing literature deals with buying situations in which consumers are willing to
sacrifice economic criteria such as price in consideration of others and purchasing the products
for enhancing their self-interest. However, there is a glaring gap in the literature comparing
consumers’ decision-making processes in which they have the opportunity to purchase a product
reimbursed by a second party vs. purchasing products paid by consumers themselves. The
present study attempts to narrow this gap in the marketing literature.
RESEARCH FRAMEWORK
We consider the following scenarios: an employee is attending a conference as a representative
of the company he is working at. In the first scenario, the employee will be receiving $40 for a
lunch during the conference day. The company regulations require that its employees upon their

return submit receipts for their per diems. In the second scenario, the employee attends the same
conference without receiving any amount of money for his lunch. So, the first scenario is when
the employee spends the company’s money, and the second scenario is when the employee
spends his own money.
We anticipate that information search for restaurant selection will be more intense when the
employee pays and less intense when the company pays. Specifically, we expect that “the
number of information sources will be greater when the employee pays” (H1), and “the number
of choice criteria will be greater when the employee pays” (H2). In addition, we anticipate that
decision criterion will vary by condition. Specifically, we anticipate when an “employee pays, he
is more likely to choose a lower-priced menu’’ (H3a) and that when the “company pays, the
employee is more likely to choose a higher-priced menu” (H3b). We also expect “a different type
of restaurant to be chosen by the employee when the company pays’’ (H4). In addition, we
anticipate “a different location for the restaurant to be chosen by the employee when the
company pays” (H5). Finally, we expect that “when the company pays, the altruistic employee is
more likely to choose a lower-priced menu” (H6a), while “when the company pays, the egoistic
employee is more likely to choose a higher-priced menu” (H6b)”.
RESEARCH METHOD
We used a vignette method and followed recommended procedure (Atzmuller & Steiner, 2010).
A vignette study is a powerful method for causal examination of people’s perceptions, as it uses
an experimental design to judicial decision-making. Vignette designs can facilitate increased
analytic power and efficiency across an analysis of variance (ANOVA).
The vignette technique is a method that can elicit perceptions, opinions, beliefs and attitudes
from responses or comments to stories depicting scenarios and situations. Finch (1987) defines
scenarios as short stories, about hypothetical circumstances, to which the participant is asked to
respond. The purpose of scenarios is to activate the imagination and interest (Poulou & Norwich,
2001). For Alexander and Becker (1978), scenarios include specific references to what are
believed to be the most important factors in the respondents' decision-making or judgment
processes. Thus, rather than allowing or requiring respondents to impute such information
themselves, in response to a simple, direct, abstract situation, the additional detail is provided by
the researcher and is thereby standardized for all respondents (Alexander & Becker, 1978).
Compared to other research methods, the scenario method is still in its infancy and there are
comparatively few methodological articles on the subject and even fewer books devoted entirely
to the topic. In marketing, the vignette method has been used primarily to study phenomena
related to ethics, decision-making, in the context of organizational crises, and in organizational
communication research. Nevertheless, this methodology represents one of the innovative
avenues of qualitative research in consumer behavior.
Moreover, the scenario method presupposes that the questioning is centered on the context of the
scenario. However, there is little literature on the use of scenarios in qualitative research (Barter
& Renold, 2000). Indeed, their use in this type of study is more recent (Bardbury et al., 2014).
The scenario technique has its roots and origins in several other social and psychological science
methodologies. While it has obvious similarities with questionnaire-based methods, the scenario
method differs in that it allows for a more concrete situation to be presented (Poulou & Norwich,

2001). And when used in its most open-ended form, the scenario method presents several
similarities with projective and therefore experimental methods (Finch, 1987; Poulou and
Norwich, 2001). Indeed, Finch (1987) states that the scenario method is an elaborate variant of
projective tests because the scenarios reveal a possible set of events for the individual or his
company, and the individual reacts either by criticizing the situation or by imagining his
behavior. Therefore, using scenarios has several advantages directly related to the nature of the
research object. First, respondents do not need to bias their responses to be socially appropriate
because they do not perceive a risk of evaluating their personal images by giving truthful
responses (Alexander & Becker, 1978). This method also reduces the hearsay of respondents
(Wason et al., 2002) and increases their participation by giving them the opportunity to distance
themselves from the sensitivity of the situation presented (Finch, 1987).
An important question when designing scenarios is the general objective of the research. Thus, if
the goal is to investigate the meaning of the situation, a reduced number of scenarios should be
balanced with why questions to capture the possible relationship between variables (Finch,
1987). Thus, the evaluation of the optimal number of scenarios will depend on the goals of the
research (Wason et al., 2002) and the number of variables manipulated (Finch, 1987). Successful
scenario building presupposes the construction of a scenario that is both realistic and relevant to
the participants (Skilling & Stylianides, 2020). Fredrickson (1986) states that the realism of the
proposed scenarios has a strong impact on the interest and participation of the participants. In
order to increase the realism of the scenarios, the researcher can rely on real situations (Skilling
& Stylianides, 2020).
Our questionnaires were developed from a pilot study. The objective was to examine the
questions’ clarity. Twenty questionnaires were handed to a sample of customers and were asked
to give their comments and feedback after filling in the questionnaire. The results of the pilot
study showed that no changes were needed to our questionnaire.
For the main study, subjects were randomly assigned to one of two conditions- an “employee
pays” scenario and a “company pays” scenario for a lunch in a restaurant. In both scenarios,
employees were asked to choose a restaurant. Table 1 presents the list of choices.
Table 1. Restaurant Choices
Price range
Location
Type of restaurant

Restaurant 1
Greater than $30
In a Hotel
Restaurant Buffet

Restaurant 2
Between $10 and $30
In city downtown
Resto-Café

Restaurant 3
Less than $10
In suburb
Fast Food Restaurant

To measure altruism, we selected the four factors (De groot & Steg, 2008): equality, social
justice, protecting the environment, and unity with nature. As for egoism, we selected the five
factors authority, social power, wealth, ambition, and success. These factors reflect both status
and dominance of an individual relative to others (Schwartz, 1992).
A questionnaire was developed and distributed among 496 randomly selected respondents who
live in Lebanon. The respondents were asked questions regarding their search behavior, their
purchasing criteria, and their purchasing decision. We asked subjects to select among three

restaurants at various prices. We collected information via a face-to-face survey with
respondents. Half of the respondents were exposed to the first scenario i.e., respondents
attending a conference as a representative of the company they were working at; receiving a per
deem for the restaurant. In the second scenario, respondents were attending the same conference
but paying for lunch with their own money.
RESULTS
55% of surveyed participants are male, and 45% of the participants are female. Twelve percent
of the participants are between the age of 18 and 25, 43% are in the age group between 26 and
40, 34% are aged between 41 and 55, and the remainder, 11%, are 55 years old or more. As for
the educational level of surveyed people, 20% have a high school diploma, and the majority,
60% have a bachelor's degree, 18% are Master's graduates, as for the few elites, 2% have a Ph.D.
To test whether the information sources differ, we conducted an ANOVA with the different
sources as predictors. The results showed significant differences, (F=1.38; p < 0.001). The
average number of information sources used were 2.4 and 3.7 for scenarios 1 and 2 respectively.
This means that the employees who were getting paid for their lunch select less information
sources than employees who paid for their lunch from their pocket. This leads us to confirm our
first hypothesis; the number of information sources is greater when the employee pays. To test
whether the criteria differ, we conducted an ANOVA with the different criteria as predictors. The
results showed significant differences, (F=2.2; p < 0.001). The average number of choice criteria
is 3.3 in the case of the first scenario while the average was 2.8 in the second scenario. This
means that the employees who are being paid for their lunch have less choice criteria than
employees who pay for their lunch from their own pocket. This leads us to reject our second
hypothesis; the number of choice criteria will be greater when the interviewee pays for his lunch.
Table 2 indicates the percentages of employees’ choices for the restaurants. The statistics show
that the decision of the employees vary by condition. Employees who are being paid for their
lunch are more likely to choose Restaurant 1, while employees who are paying out of their
pocket are more likely to choose Restaurant 3. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed that
the differences between the groups are significant for restaurant choices (F=1.77; p < 0.001).
These results mean that when an employee pays, he is more likely to choose a lower-priced
menu. However, when the company pays, the employee is more likely to choose a higher-priced
menu. This leads us to confirm H3.
In addition, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed that the differences between the groups
are significant for both, the types of the restaurant (F=2.44; p < 0.001), and the restaurant
location (1.87; p < 0.001). The results show that the employee chooses a different type of
restaurant when the company pays for his lunch. This leads us to confirm H4. Finally, the
employee chooses a different location for the restaurant when the company pays. This leads us to
confirm H5.
Price and Menu are the most important factors when employees are paying out of their pocket in
choosing a restaurant. Actually, for 49% of the consumers, price is certainly the most important
criterion in choosing a restaurant, and for 28% of them; the menu is a criterion they would use to
decide where to have lunch. On the other hand, location and taste are the most important factors
when employees are reimbursed by the company for their lunch. In fact, for 42% of the

consumers, location is the most important criterion in choosing a restaurant and for 31% of them,
the taste is a criterion they would use to decide where to have lunch.
Table 2. Statistics About the Respondent's Choices
Scenario 1: the
employee is getting
paid for his lunch
Scenario 2: the
employee is paying
out of his pocket

65% of the
respondents chose
this restaurant
11% of the
respondents chose
this restaurant

25% of the
respondents chose
this restaurant
27% of the
respondents chose
this restaurant

10% of the
respondents chose
this restaurant
62% of the
respondents chose
this restaurant

62% of the respondents seem to be altruistic, while 38% seem to be egoistic. Table 3 indicates
the percentages of egoistic and altruistic employees’ choices for the restaurants. The statistics
show that when the company pays, egoistic respondents are more likely to choose a higherpriced menu, and altruistic respondents are more likely to choose a lower-priced menu. This
leads us to confirm H6.
Table 3. Statistics About Restaurant Choices According to Psychological
Dimensions: Egoism and Altruism
Restaurant 1
Altruistic
22% of altruistic
Respondents
respondents chose
this restaurant
Egoistic Respondents 61% of altruistic
respondents chose
this restaurant

Restaurant 2
20% of altruistic
respondents chose
this restaurant
28% of altruistic
respondents chose
this restaurant

Restaurant 3
58% of altruistic
respondents chose
this restaurant
11% of altruistic
respondents chose
this restaurant

DISCUSSION
This study has its genesis in Milton Fridman’s well-known ways to spend money idea: You
spend your own money on yourself. You spend someone else's money on yourself. You spend
someone else's money on someone else (Fridman, 1980). Analyses of data support our belief that
decision criteria vary by condition, and that egoistic consumer is more likely to choose a higherpriced menu when his company pays for his lunch. Many researchers have examined the factors
that determine altruistic or egoistic behavior. Two broad categories of factors have been
identified: those related to the individual and those related to the social environment. From these
studies, three major findings emerge: (1) sense of responsibility, (2) reciprocity both as a
determinant and as a consequence, and (3) collectivist culture A sense of responsibility appears
to be one of the personal characteristics that individuals who exhibit altruism are imparted.
Several studies have highlighted this finding (Lee & Cole, 2003). The resulting sense of
obligation is more prevalent among individuals who work in small organizations, according to
Murnighan et al. (1993). While the size of the organization seems to play a role in the
manifestation of altruism, the sense of being part of a community is also an important dimension.
The sense of responsibility thus appears to be a determining factor in an individual's egoistic or

altruistic behavior, but one that is influenced in particular by organizational elements. Thus, the
appropriation of responsibility seems to be part of a broader context than that of moral judgment.
Belonging to a community or a small organization and adhering to a cause or values that
correspond to one's own, according to the portrait that emerges, contribute to altruism.
Reciprocal altruism can also have a short-term self-interested perspective. For example, Aquino
and Bommer (2003) bring a more egoism-related conception of altruism by presenting it as a
dimension of organizational civic behavior that can increase exchange power, power to be liked,
and social esteem. Moreover, Farh et al. (1997) have shown that recognition and legitimization
are drivers of altruistic acts in organizations; according to them, there is a notion of contract
between the organization and the individual that makes the latter more likely to exhibit altruistic
behaviors. Altruism in this perspective can therefore become a short-term means of improving
one's organizational position. In the course of its recent evolution, the human being has
developed a wide variety of types of reciprocal interactions. According to Trivers (1985), it is the
degree of association and the frequency of interactions that promote altruism in humans. The
resulting interpersonal relationships define the culture of the group to which they belong.
Considering culture as a set of reactions of citizens with a common mental framework and for
which these reactions do not have to be found in a few people, but statistically more often in the
same society (Hofstede et al., 1990). The literature on altruism shows that researchers have paid
a great deal of attention to the role of culture, more specifically according to the type of culture.
Indeed, studies have focused on collectivist versus individualist cultures (Wagner, 1995).
Therefore, to understand individual motivation and behavior without a well-defined context
would risk undermining our understanding of egoism. So, if personal considerations act as
decisive factors, it seems that organizational, social, and cultural factors play a determining role
on egoism. The type of organization does indeed play a role in the manifestation of different
behaviors. The culture and the behaviors that are part of it are therefore intimately linked to the
structure of the company (in our case, the business). We can see that with the sense of
responsibility, reciprocity and culture, the dynamics of altruism appeal to both an individualcentered level of analysis and a group-centered level of analysis, i.e., the organization or the
company.
CONCLUSION
Several implications have emerged from these findings. First, it unveils the important role of
psychological dimensions such as egoism and altruism in shaping an individual’s perceptions
and attitudes. These findings could be applied to areas such as socially conscious consumer
behavior. These or other psychographic variables will likely prove as a useful approach to
segmenting the market. Additional attention should actually be devoted to identifying other
psychographic variables useful in consumer profiling. Too much attention has been given to
demographic profiling, with somewhat tenuous results. Given the demonstrated usefulness of
psychographic variables, it seems reasonable to spend at least as much effort on the more
promising psychographic segmentation criteria. Second, the findings of this study extend our
knowledge of the product attributes, which are most likely to affect the valuation of the product
and customer purchase decisions. From a practical perspective, marketing practitioners need to
know what attributes make a product attractive and what price consumers are willing to pay for a
product. In the case of restaurants, we found out that consumers tend to use social media

platforms as the main source of information before selecting the restaurant. In addition, we found
out that price and the menu are the main criteria that clients would have to select the restaurant.
This research is subject to several limitations, which in turn suggest avenues for further research.
The first limitation involves external validity. This study only examined consumer behavior in
the restaurants' industry. Another limitation is the model specification. We selected two
psychological dimensions (altruism and egoism) as consumer characteristics that intuitively seem
critical in predicting consumer behavior. Additional attention should be devoted to other
psychographic variables in further research, such as habits, lifestyles, and interests. Finally,
another problem is related to the sample used. The objective of the study was a convenience
sample consisting of Lebanese individuals only. As such, the results may not be representative of
other consumers in general.
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